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Dear Mr.

Bundy: .

I underst and tha t the F o rd Founda~cion is consid e::ing suppo'r'cing
the org an i zati on o f a nation a l press council, as envisioned in a task
f o_~: c ere p 0 r t 0 f the T", e n t: i e t h C en t .u:c y Fun d .
As a newspaper editor and ch airman o f the Freedom of In i or" at ion
COffimittee of the American Society of Ne wsp aper Editors, I am ~ alJ.ed
at this prosp e ct.
Me nbers o f the commit tee ",ith whom I have discussed
the idea share my views.
However wel~ intentioned establish~ent o f a natio~ ~l pr es~ council
be, th e effect would be another blow at the American cons~itutional
concept of· free do·m~ 0;: the pr.ess .
Nor eo ver, I dot.:.o-t. that. a;1y si gnifi cant
segme ~t of the American press would c ooperate with a press council .

~ight

----

... ...

~he bas e s for ob j ec t ion to and reje ct ion of the press council idea
have nothing whatev er to do with any ;:ear or res e nt men t of · c ritici s ~.
Far £ro~ it.
The press expects ci iticism and , especially these days ,
c er ta inly receives plenty o f it.
Some of . the criticis m may b~ -desLr ved,
so~e ' cay not, bt.:.t this is the wa y things are in a democr a cy a;1d fo r
nearly
200 year s the Americ an press and the American people have live d with ~his
system to the b enefit of both.

He r eje ct the press cou ncil idea primarily becat.:.se (1) I t s~ks
of .reg'-ll Ui or. , which is repugnan'~ to any new sma n and ini mical to t: ne
:Jri;1ciplc:: o f a free press . . (2) '1" c places em.l?I"lasis on the cr c~ity
of t te pr e ss , when i t i s the c re~ibil i ty of the govern men t which s~o '-ll d
be the cen tral is s'-le and th e subjec'c of i:'lc,:.uiry.
A free press e;.:':" sts to
keep the government honest .
A , study to show how ", ell the press is doi;1g
it:s job wot.:.ld be one thing, but the set ting t.:.p of so me sort of unofficia l
court to sit in ju dgment of th e press is quit~ an o ther .
~one

of the prin c ipa l institutions in a democracy is perfect .
is demo cr acy .
Bu t to paraphra s e Winston Churchi ~ l, when you
c o~sider all the other syst e ms , ' what we have is best . . We are a n ati o ;1
o~ .diversity and
ra w much of OU1: s~reng th ' fr om 'chis quality.
u;1Cic r such
a system, newspapers will make m ist~kc s .
So me newspapers may co m~_ t
~c ' ith er
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t r a " s g res s ion S CO), C ern i n g . 1 a 'of, fa c t o r t a s t e .
~7 her e the
are breaches of the In'" , legal remedies are available.
Where the off~nses involve accuracy, t a ste or credibility, the public
can and does exercise its influence through the readers' selection
process .
, .
o \.::t :::- age 0 u s

t~ans<;ressions

..

. ,. ~~ .

The American press is imperfect, but in order to function
c ~-f e c t . i vel y i " a f r e C soc i e t y , the pre ssm us'.: b e f r e e not 0 n 1 y t G rep 0 r t
the nc~s and co mment: upon i t , but free to make mistakes in fact &nd
j -..: d <; ;:1 en t. .
As u n for t ~ n a' t: e a s s u c herr
w0 U 1 d be , ffie '" 1 t ern a t i v C '" 0 u 1 d
be f~~ worse , for ~his inevitably would be rcgulatiop in s6rne form.
One
of the s 0 forms, in my judgment, would be . a national press counci~.
R~sardlcss of the intent of those who organiz e d and served ' on such a
council , the c~fect would be chilling to the sp i r i t of a free press in a
democracy.
As a practicul ma 'c '.:er , i'c would aggravate , rath'er thaTI
constructively contr ibute to e",sing the problems the press faces these
6ays in performing its function.

ors

..

:;

;

..

In short :
The . press council idea is a bad one .
It will no~ work • .
: t hink I safely c an predi ct that most Americ a n newspapers won't have
anything to do with i t , for the reasons stated · a bove .
My suggestion :
~or<;~t i t and save your foundation's money ior use on some much more
worthy an6 urgent subject . . On~ suggestion:
A study of the declini~g
credibility of the government.
__.sincerely,

~GF /hr

...we,..- .

cc;
t·

..

l

'. ~

M~rray ,

ASNE president /
Schmidt , ASNE co un sel'
~effiber5 of ASNZ Freed om of Info rma tion Co mmi ttee
Members o~ Joi~t Media Freedom of Information Co mmittee
Xr. cred ~.;r. Friendly, F'ord :F oun dation ~

THE FORD FOUNDATION
320 EAST 43 R D STREET

NEW YORI,( . N E W YORK 10017

(

September 18, i972
Dear Murray:
Thank you for your l etter of September 12 and your note and memorandurn of the 11th.
I find them r esponsive to the quesLions outlined in our l etter to you, and I lo ok with
interest upon the delib er ations that will take place as you reconvene your Task Force
with the prospects of setting up a "working committee. "
Our course of action since la st spring was prompted by Thc Twentieth century FLUId's
request to The Ford Foundation for partial funding for the 1 r ess councn. J\ly ass igllm ent since then has been to consult a bro ad spectrum of profess ional authorities in
the field and prepare a preliminary position for The Ford 1" o lU1(1<1 tion 's offi cel's and
trustees. Our questions to you and your response to them seem to us to have been
mos t llseful, and we are impressed with th e care ::mel c1jJj ~c nc c with which you are
approaching thc second phase of the se . tudies.
I feel Sllre , however, that nei.ther I nor any member of this Foundation should bo
r C11resented on your new working comn"littee. Frankly, m) reserYntions are prompted
by the observations of a member of your Task Force for \' hom I have the highest re s pect. He believed that potential fund er s , especially Ford , should consider and act on
the original Ta sk Force and judge the concept on its own original t erms . He n1:1y be
right . By inviting observations and questions , Rnd introducing us to Judge Traynor,
we have all gone s lightly beyond that, but I believe that we ShOlllrl now permi.t the
newly constituted working committec to ort out the questions we and others ha re
raised , and make whatever r evis ed recom mendfltions it deems appropriate . This w:J.l
permit The Ford Foundation and other potential fun.d ers to re spond to a proposal whieh
m ay dea l with some of our questions, but is not a pi'oduct of our (lr ~ftsmanship. It
seems to me and J\Ir. BlUldy that this is the proper role for The Ford FOLUlClhU Oll to
play , particularly when it invo lves an is sue of sllch sensitivity as the process by which
America informs itself.
As you are well aware, Murray, we ar e in a "chick n and-egg " predicament where we
beli eve the shape of the proposa l before us is not snfficienny cO!1l))l'Che1l.sive (;0 intro. du ce it to our trustees , and for Ll S to play n cl e~,!; ing role in en girieering the pro .' ject implicitly commits us t o n positive cl C' c:ision if all of our qu es tions are :J.dequately
. re solv ed. We continue to be interested in Lhe prospect of a press cOLUlcil, but we are

·
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in no position to make a commitment until we see the provisional blueprint for the
undertaking.
All of us here appreciate your tl10ughtfu Jness in offering us the opportunity to participate in th ese discllss ions ) and p::trtieubrly to work with Justice Tr aynor. The
fact that we have decided not to be a part of the \\ orking committee in no \Va) precludes our availability to you and your eoJJeagues for consultation and whatever li ttle
wi sdom you may think llS capable of. We are ind ebted to the Twentieth Century Fund
and) our T ask Force ) and particularly YOll , for mahng llS \\ ork har c1el' and cons ider
th e avenues by which 10lUldations m ay help to improve the performance level of the
media, and the American people's fait.h i.n those instruments .
Warm est personal regards.

Mr. Murray J. Ro ssant
Director
The Twentieth Century Fund
41 East 70 Street
New York, New York 10021
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Dear Mr. Fichenberg:

(.

I confess to being confused - indeed , slightly bewildered by your letter to Mr . Bundy.
As you may know, The Ford Foundation was requested by The Twentieth Century F\md
to consider being one part of a cons ortium of funding agencies for the press council proposal advanced by its Task Force . We are continuing to study the advisability of such
a project and h ave made no recommendation to our trustees.
In our study of the proposal, we invited ASNE's president, J . Edwal"d Murray , to meet
with us to offer counsel an d advic e. Mr. Murray designated Mr. William DicIdnson ,
Chairman of the ASNE Ethics Committee . Mr. Dicldnson did meet with us , voiced
approval of the Task Force project, and quoted from a letter sent him by Mr . Murray.
TIns letter said that ASNE would look with favor on almost any sound step in this
general direction, adding:
"ASNE is having its conscious ness slowly blasted out of the old hands off, sacred First Amendment mold so that more and more members .
are inclined to cooperate as individuals with any National Press Council
effort set up by an independent body outside of the two big newspaper
organizations , ASNE and ANPA . fI
Mr . Dickinson, tilis afternoon by telephone, reaffirmed his support of the idea.
I am confused because it was our fe eling that ASNE was an organization that prides
itself on good internal communications among the key commit tees. The question before
us now is whether we are to consider your letter as ASNE's formal position or believe
that Mr. Dickinson and Mr. Murray are expres sing what i s really the Society's basic
policy postures. Can you enlighten us, please?
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--~>rJ-~ct'~p--Mr. Robert Fichenberg
Chairm an
Freedom of Information Committee
Knickerbocker News
Albany, New York 12201
cc: Mr. J. E, Murray , Detroit Free Press
Mr . William Dicldnson, Executive Editor , Philadelphia Bulletin
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